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Flipping The Online Classroom – Comparing The Effectiveness of
Two Teaching Modalities for Online Experiential Learning
Activities
William J. Zahn
University of Houston

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Marketing educators recognize the importance of imparting theoretical marketing knowledge
while also helping students acquire marketable skills through experiential learning. Experiential
learning is active, reflective learning that encourages linking abstract lessons with concrete
activities. Experiential education is learning by doing (Cowley, 2020; Frontczak, 1998),
Courses have shifted away from in-person lectures and moved online due to the Covid-19
epidemic (Thomason, 2020). This shift has left an open question of the best way to include
experiential learning in an online learning environment. In short, how can students best prepare
for and learn from experiential learning without having face-to-face meetings with their
instructors or teammates?
This study compares two sections of an undergraduate search engine marketing class, both given
online. One online class included traditional lectures given live during class time over Zoom.
The other class followed a flipped classroom model, where students familiarize themselves with
new class content on their own time (Green, 2015). Class meetings provided students with an
opportunity to ask questions and gain further clarity before starting their experiential
assignments.
The live lecture and flipped classroom model courses included lab assignments that mimicked
real-world search engine optimization tasks. This paper compares the traditional lecture format
to the flipped classroom in terms of learning outcomes for students involved in experiential
learning.
This paper begins by providing a course overview of search engine optimization, including a
brief overview of the course content and the experiential learning assignments completed by
students. It then describes the different teaching modalities used for each course in more detail.
We then discuss the methodology used to compare student performance, followed by the study
results. The paper concludes by offering suggestions for including successful experiential
learning activities in online courses.
Search engine optimization (SEO) makes websites easier to crawl and index, and it is essential in
improving the visibility of websites (Lui & Au, 2020). From a marketing standpoint, SEO is

important because searchers rarely click beyond the first search results page (Gudivada et al.,
2015). An unoptimized website will have lower traffic coming from search engines.
SEO is a marketing skill that requires understanding and meeting market needs, bringing
together knowledge of search behavior, search engine algorithms, competitive positioning, and
content creation (Cowley, 2020). Marketers optimize web pages to increase their rankings for
relevant keyword searches and increase referral traffic to a website.
Despite the importance of this domain of skills, attempts to teach SEO are often unsuccessful
because theoretical assignments lack real-world relevance. Cowley (2020) provides an exception,
giving an assignment for optimizing YouTube videos for search. As YouTube is the second
largest search engine globally, this assignment is quite valuable.
This course is different from that assignment, as it focuses on optimizing web pages for search
engines such as Google, Yahoo, Bing, and Duck Duck Go. This distinction is vital because
optimized because of the differences in complexity. YouTube videos drive less traffic to a site
than web pages optimized for more traditional search engines.
This search engine marketing course helps students learn the relevant components of on-page
SEO, off-site SEO, competitive analysis, keyword research, content creation, and technical SEO.
This course offers theoretical and experiential education through lectures, readings, and lab
assignments. Through this course, students gain real-world experience with SEO.
Google is the most visited website globally (statista.com, 2021). It is also the most utilized
website for searches, capturing over 70% of search queries (Forsey, 2018). The SEO skills taught
in this class follow the best practices for Google, but they apply to all major search engines.
Search engine optimization is one component of search engine marketing (the other being PPC
advertising).
The SEO component consists of 5 modules covering six weeks of class meetings. These modules
include understanding search engine algorithms and searcher behavior, keyword research, onpage optimization, technical SEO, content marketing, off-page optimization, and local SEO.
Each module included readings, a lecture (either live or recorded), a quiz, and a lab.
Students were not made aware of the differences in content delivery across the course sections.
The content delivery (either live online lectures or flipped classroom) was assigned randomly to
the course. Both classes occurred on a Monday-Wednesday schedule.
Students in the live lecture course were asked to read materials and attend a weekly lecture.
During the other meetings, students completed a lab and a short quiz. Students that did not
complete a lab during the allotted class time completed it outside of class before the next
module.
Students in the flipped classroom were asked to read materials and watch the lectures on their
own time. Materials were provided through TopHat (app.tophat.com), where readings and videos
could be imported and reviewed in one place. Students in this section met once weekly. During
that meeting, they asked clarifying questions and completed their lab and quiz.

Before the semester, the professor offered students extra credit for participating in a study
designed to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching search engine optimization. The study
consisted of two questionnaires, one completed before the first SEO lecture and the second
completed after the final SEO lecture.
The pre-class survey asked questions about student motivation to learn SEO, their prior
experience with SEO, and their confidence in their SEO knowledge. Students also completed a
short, 10-item assessment of their SEO knowledge to control for prior knowledge when
comparing teaching methods. Students were told that their performance on the assessment would
not impact their grade and that they would receive extra credit regardless of their score.
After the SEO modules, students completed a second questionnaire. This questionnaire included
questions about their overall understanding of search engine optimization, their ability to
complete SEO-related tasks, their enjoyment of course materials, and their desire to work in an
SEO-related position.
Data has been collected but has not been analyzed at this point. MANOVA will compare the two
courses on overall learning, confidence, learning enjoyment, and career interest in SEO. The
analysis will be completed before the conference.
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